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SERMON VIII. 


BY SIDNEY WILLARD, 


LATE PROFESSOR IN HARVARD UNIVERSITY. 


CHRISTIAN PERSEVERANCE, 


PHILIPPIANS III. 18, 14, 


ONE THING I DO—FORGETTING THOSE THINGS WHICH ARE BEHIND, 
AND REACHING FORTH TO THOSE THINGS WHICH ARE BEFORE, I 
PRESS TOWARD THE MARK FOR THE PRIZE OF THE HIGH CALLING 
OF GOD IN CHRIST JESUS. 


We shall better understand the instruction conveyed 
by this passage, if we give our attention for a moment 
to what was in the apostle’s mind. His great object 
Was to express his earnestness and zeal in his onward 
course as a christian and an apostle, and his determina- 
tion to avoid every impediment which might check his 
progress towards christian perfection and final reward. 
He evidently had in view, as an example, in order to 
illustrate the state of his own feelings, the vigor which 
was displayed by those who enlisted in the Grecian 
games, and their singleness of purpose in aiming directly 
at the prize. Nor is this the only instance in which he 
draws an illustration from the same source. In the 
present instance he says—forgetting the things which 
are behind—that is, not employing my thoughts upon 
the progress already made in the race; and reaching 
forth unto those things which are before—looking for- 
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ward to that part of the course yet to be run—I press | 
toward the mark, or rather follow the course marked 
out, for the prize of the calling of God from above by | 
Christ Jesus. The course marked out.in the spiritual - 
race of Paul was that of faith and holiness, from which | 
he would not be drawn by distrust and worldly tempt- 
ations ; the prize was an immortal crown,—eternal life, 
worthy of undivided, untiring pursuit. If those who 
engage in a race of agility and strength, will not be 
diverted from the course marked out, if they keep their 
prize, a corruptible crown, steadily in view, and stretch | 
every nerve for victory, much more should they who | 
would display the power of virtue and holiness, lay aside 
every weight, and never deviate from the true path; 
much more should they keep their prize, an incorrupti- 
ble crown, steadily in view, pursue it with unwearied 
efforts, and never give up the contest, until they have! 
reached the goal. 
It is enough for my purpose thus briefly to have 
explained the language used by Paul in my text, as illus- 
trated by the context, without going into any extended 
description of the Grecian races, or pursuing the com- 
parison minutely between them and the christian race. 
Teaching by parables and examples drawn from human) 
pursuits and passions and competitions, carried on ang 
acted out in the business and pleasures of this world) 
was very common with our Savior and his Apostles 
and was employed with great power and effect. Thi 
children of this world, says the Evangelist Luke, afte 
he had recorded one of the parables of Christ, are it 
their generation wiser than the children of light. It i) 
lawful for us then to draw what useful lessons we cai 
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from the wisdom displayed in human means, if the end 
to be accomplished is unworthy or criminal. We may 
take the wisdom and spurn the folly or guilt. Industry 
is good, activity is good, ingenuity is good, and perse- 
verance is certainly good ; but if they are used only for 
selfish ends, for transient profit or pleasure, and used 
_ ever so skilfully, the wisdom is inthe use of the instru- 
| ment—the end is not wise. It is something like the 
_case of the madman, who sometimes reasons very 
acutely, but upon premises either absurd or fallacious. 

The apostle Paul, in my text, while expressing his 
constant aim to be that of christian perfection and con- 
| sequent reward, and thus having the future in view, 
speaks also of forgetting those things which are behind. 
| Here we must take care not to interpret too literally. 
| It is true in religion as it is in mere human affairs,that the 
| race is not always to the swift. ‘There are sanguine 
/ten who would fain reach to wealth by a single leap, 
but they seldom succeed ; they are very liable to seize 
|| ashadow for the prize. ‘There are those too who think 
they have got religion, (1 use the homely phrase that ! 
| have often heard on the subject) the greatest of all 
| treasures, by a single act of the will guided by divine 
iiinfluence. But if they expect to take leave of the past 
| by a momentary agony of penitence, there is reason to 
| fear that they will make very little progress for the 
" future ; there is reason to fear that, in the christian race, 
‘they will deviate from the true path marked out, and 
lose sight of the goal—of the prize at which they blind- 
"ly aim. 


The past is the wise man’s school-master, (or rather 
\the instructer that makes him wise) teaching him les- 
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sons, when he is prepared to receive them, of inestima- 
ble worth ; showing him how much he has to unlearn, 
how often he has wandered from the right course, and 
what he might have been, had he always known and 
pursued the path of wisdom, compared with what he 
now is. There are thousands who would recall and | 
amend the past, where there isone who can justly tri- | 
umph in it, where there is one ‘““whose yesterdays look 
backward with asmile.” What is it we call experi- : 
| 
} 
| 
{ 
| 
{ 


ence? It is that which comes from meditation on the | 
past, showing us when and where and how we have 
erred, and teaching us to live by some plan or system, | 
instead of pursuing a headlong course. Wisdom thus | 
instructed becomes provident for the future. Wisdom | 
thus 

«Talks with its past hours 


And asks them what report they bore to heaven, 
And how they might have borne more welcome news.” 


Unless then we have already attained to perfection, 
which Paul was far from clainiing for himself, we have’ 
constant occasion for reviewing our past lives, so as to 
obtain lessons for coming time. Paul certainly did not | 
discountenance this. On the contrary we have his 
own example in its favor. When he compared himself 
after his conversion, after years of labor and trial and 
peril, as a herald of the cross, with what he had been, 
he gave God thanks for what he had become—by whose) 
srace, said he, lam what 1 am. And when he com-| | 
pared himself, at his best estate, with what he hoped te) 
be after the close of his earthly service, at the period ol 
sentence and reward, it was with deep humility, anc | 
love confiding in the Father o 


with confiding love 
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Mercies, by whose grace he was assured that the corrupt- 
ible should put on incorruption, the mortal immortality. 
I have thus endeavored to give all the cautions necessary 
to be observed in regard to that part of my text in which 
the Apostle speaks of forgetting those things which are 
behind. 

But there is an important sense in which, pursuing 
the prize of our high calling, we should forget the things 
which are behind. We should do so whenever we are 
in danger of being impeded in our own progress in active 
virtue and piety by the difficulties which experience of 
the past arrays before us. It isa poor use of experi- 
ence which results in the conclusion, that what has once . 
been attempted without success, is to be surrendered 
as hopeless. ‘Those who always see a lion in the way, 
are m danger of perpetual imprisonment and inaction. 
How much better for them would it be, if they would 
gird themselves for the contest. ‘They would usually 
find the monster to be one of their own creation, an imag- 
inary enemy besetting their path. Who is it that sue- 
ceeds in human plans and enterprises? Certainly not 
he who, after one or two failures, gives up in despair, 
and broods with ceaseless mortification over his blasted 
hopes. It is he on the contrary who grapples with diffi- 
culties, till one by one he conquers them all. He makes 
the proper use of the past—he finds where he has erred, 
and corrects his mistakes; where he was wrong, and 
pursues the right. If imstead of this he should, by mor- 
bid reflections upon his former failures, be forever mag- 
nifying the obstacles in his way, and mistaking molehills 
for mountains, he could never proceed a single step. 

Many of us have known or read of men of inventive 
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mechanical genius, for instance, who have proved them- 
selves signal examples of that perseverance which at 
last triumphs over difficulties, but who, if they had des- 
ponded when they were baffled in their first, perhaps 
their oft repeated efforts, would never have been known 
beyond their firesides. Some of these have denied 
themselves a great part of the sensual pleasures which 
so many persons would seem to think to be every thing 
worth living for, and have struggled through poverty 
and difficulties to ultimate success. Again, the prosper- 
ous husbandman is not he who is always watching the 
elements and always doubting when to sow his seed 
and to plant his fields, who fears that the soil is this 
day too wet and another too dry and another too cold, 
and thus lets the seed time pass by. . But it is he who, 
when the season arrives, “in the morning sows his seed, 
and in the evening withholds not his hand, not knowing 
whether shall prosper this or that ;” one who does his 
duty betimes, and trusts in a good Providence for the 
fruits of his labors. 

Again we have known men in all the professions, fully 
competent to engage in them, who have had to wait 
year after year for the tardy confidence of those among 
whom they were placed, but who, forgetting the things 
behind, and cheered by hope, have outlived all discour- 
agement and won the prize of their callmg. We have — 
known similar examples of those who, in their youth 
have engaged in the ministry; of some whose minds | 
were richly stored with the learning requisite for their 
profession and whose hearts were fully in the work; | 
but in consequence it might be of feeble health and want | 
of skill in the management of their voice, and partly | 


127 


it miglit be from mistaken notions in regard to the best 
manner of preaching, they failed of success in their first 
efforts. Disappointed they certainly were ; and if they 
had been governed by false pride, or been wanting in 
decision of character, their recollections of the past 
would have ended their attempts to approve themselves 
successful ministers of the gospel. But such was not 
their character ; they suspended but did not abandon 
their labors. ‘They thought of the things behind only 
so far as wise men should; they took instruction from 
experience, corrected their defects, resumed their public 
labors, and were numbered among the most distinguished 
luminaries in the church. 

Such are some of the humble illustrations of the 
words of Paul in a part of my text; of Paul who did 
not scruple to compare the heavenly race for an immortal 
crown, with competitions of human agility for wreaths 
of honor. I have drawn my illustrations from useful 
and creditable,employments, showing that we should 
not look behind us except for gathering new strength 
for our career. It should be the same im religion. 
Why should it not? Do we praise the man who in 
the business of life throws off the impediments which 
would retard his progress ; who keeps clear of the snares 
of indolence ; who rises above those traitorous doubts 
which would make him lose the good that he might 
have won ; and who meditates on the past only for the 
instruction of experience, for correcting his chart in pur- 
suing anew and with more safety the voyage of life? 
Should we do all this that our mortal labors among 
mortal men may be crowned with success? We doubt- 
less should. Much more then should we do all this, 
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and all that we can do, to secure an immortal crown. 
We should forget the things that are behind in every 
sense in which they are impediments to progress, to 
growth in grace, a phrase by which Paul in another 
place describes christian improvement and advancement. 

Meditation is indeed our duty, frequent meditation. 
But it is not the business of life for man or christian. 
It is converse with the world that qualifies for solitude 
and contemplation, as exercise prepares for rest. He 
iS a poor christian, who, by always mourning over his 
sins in supine indolence, or by seclusion and austerity, 
by mere passive virtues, by the absence of vices because 
he lives out of the world, disqualifies himself for any 
wholesome influence upon society. Paul was no such 
christian, nor did he offer christianity in such a guise. 
There is no human virtue that he did not recommend ; 
while there was no human indulgence, merely as such, 
that he was not willing to sacrifice. ‘Take his teaching 
altogether, and it 1s manifest that the virtues of the man 
and the christian were associated in his mind in sweet 
alliance. And yet it is in his writings especially that we | 
find the flesh and the spirit so often used in opposition j 
to each other, the flesh being spoken of as a hindrance | 
to the spirit in its preparation for heaven and its progress | 
heavenward. And herein he was not only right but 
consistent. In the contrast of the flesh and spirit it | 
is the excess of animal passions that he would condemn, 
and their ascendancy. And this is what every good 
christian,not to say every wise man would guard against, | 
as hindrances to virtue, and to the life of God in the soul. i 
This conquest over the animal passions relieves the spir- | 
it from its greatest burden, allows it freedom and activ- | 
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ity of motion, and makes duty a pleasure. All I would 
say then is, that the spirit should have the mastery. 
This is all that reason or religion says. Paul says noth- 
ing more, and aims only, in his description of the war- 
fare of the flesh against the spirit, to preserve that bal- 
ance in man’s mixed nature which will yield the most 
permanent enjoyment of sense and reason. 

Thus, my friends and brethren, I have spoken at some 
length of the hindrances to our progress in religion and 
virtue,according to my views of the meaning of St Paul, 
when he says that in pressing forward to the prize, he 
forgot those things that were behind, 

What is this prize? The same Apostle in another 
place comparing the competitors in the Grecian race to 
the persevering Christian, says, ‘‘they do it to obtain a 
corruptible crown, but we an incorruptible.” ‘The crown 
is the consummation of perseverance and victory in the 
christian race or war are, and the emblem of all the priv- 
ileges and blessings of that future kingdom, which 
consists of the spirits of the just made perfect. And 
think you that the spirits of the just, the saints, the faith- 
ful servants who are welcomed to the joy of their Lord, 
mean nothing, denote no distinction in heaven? Will 
the lips of the blasphemer, if ever, be taught all at once 
to utter the accents of prayer and praise Will the ear 
that was deaf to all the calls of Providence, and the 
words of truth proclaimed in God’s word, all at once 
be enraptured with the Hallelujah’s of the saints? Will 
the slothful Christian be all at once transformed and 
presented with the prize promised to the ardent and 
persevering disciple of the cross? Will he whose 
mind has not been elevated by the spirituality of the 
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gospel, whose heart has not beén touched by its tender | 
appeals and expostulations, be all at once refined and | 
purified? Reason teaches nothing like this. Even | 
human laws, imperfect as they may be, are founded in | 
no such confusion of right and wrong. The infinite | 
mercy of God, of a just and righteous God, teaches | 
nothing like this. But revelation does teach us that | 
eternal life is the reward of those who by patient con- | 
tinuance in well doing seek for glory, honor and immor- | 
tality. Can there be any illusion heré ? “Whence this | 
hope,this strong desire, this longing after immortality ?” | 
Is it not “the divinity which stirs within us?” Surely il- | 
lusion cannot have such inward demonstration of truth. } 
That which we have not seen with our outward eyes, 
is not therefore the less real. Can we believe that. 
reason and all that is spiritual in man, as distinct from) 
his material frame, were given him merely to provide 
for the frail body for a day, and then to perish with it 
Why then were we made capable of looking beyond 
this scene of mortality and woe; of being raised by 
faith above the grossness of sense and the limits of time ;/ 
of feeling the assurance of what is not an object of sight, 
reaching even to the certainty of conviction? Could) 
all this be the delusion of chance? Could it be, (if 
we may even utter such an impious thought) that an all) 
wise Creator would thus mock all that is most noble in’ 
man, all that assimilates man to himself, all that exists” 
in man of the divine image ° 

I will not suppose that any of my hearers distrust 
the promptings of their own reason, and the feeling tha!) 
there is within them an undying principle, an imperish- 
able soul; and above all, that any one doubts the expres) 
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assurances of the gospel, which hath brought life and im- 
mortality clearly to light. No—lI call up these things 
because the spirit in man needs sometimes to be quick- 
ened. Let us not forget ourselves, our true selves, the 
undying man, that which makes our enduring self. 
Let us ever keep in view, with the eye of faith, the 
prize of the calling of God from above. Let us be kept 
back from pursuing it by no discouragements, by no 
trials, by no temptations, ever remembering the exam- 
ple of our Savior, “who, for the joy that was set before 
him, endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set 
down at the right hand of the throne of God.” 
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